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academic	 and	 administrative	 autonomy,	 internationaliza-
tion,	 freedom	of	expression,	 faculty	and	student	diversity,	
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A	new	set	of	university	rankings	strengthens	the	notion	that	East	Asia	is	fast	becoming	the	next	higher	educa-
tion	 superpower.	With	 its	unique	 traditions,	East	Asia	 at-











sis	of	 the	Quest	 for	World-class	Universities	 in	Mainland	
China,	Hong	Kong,	Taiwan	and	Singapore”	(751313H).
Recent Developments and Their Assessment
East	 Asian	 higher	 education	 systems	 have	 been	 fast	 im-











However,	 when	 assessing	 future	 development,	 one	
may	 be	more	 skeptical.	 To	 some,	 East	 Asian	 universities	
























Traditional	 higher	 learning	 in	 East	 Asia	 was	 concerned	
with	worldly	affairs.	Pragmatic	moral	and	political	concerns	
were	favored	over	metaphysical	speculation,	with	a	central	
focus	 on	 statecraft	 and	 ethics	 rather	 than	 logic.	 Ancient	
East	Asian	higher	learning	institutions	were	established	to	
serve	the	rulers,	in	sharp	contrast	with	medieval	universi-
ties	 in	Europe.	At	 the	 turn	of	 last	 century,	East	Asian	so-
cieties	started	to	institutionalize	modern	higher	education	
based	on	Western	experience,	as	part	of	their	wider	social	





East	 Asia’s	 unique	 cultural	 roots	 and	 heritages	 have	
greatly	constrained	the	functioning	of	core	Western	values	
that	underlie	the	concept	of	university.	The	coexistence	of	
two	 powerful	 value	 systems	 that	 are	 not	 compatible	with	
each	other	has	proven	to	be	the	greatest	challenge	for	East	
Asian	 higher	 education	 development.	 The	 Western	 con-
cept	has	been	adopted	only	for	 its	practicality.	There	have	
been	 frequent	attempts	 to	 indigenize	 the	Western	 idea	of	
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As	 a	 latecomer,	 East	 Asia’s	 modernization	 involves	 a	 re-
sponse	to	Western	challenges.	The	desire	to	catch	up	with	
the	West	 has	 always	 been	 fervent.	 All	 participants	 men-
tioned	 major	 global	 universities	 frequently	 and,	 without	
exception,	those	were	Western	institutions.	It	was	common	
to	 hear	 them	 refer	 to	Western	 universities	 when	 talking	
about	their	international	networks,	strategic	partners,	and	
positions	 in	global	 rankings.	The	 fact	 that	all	participants	








that	 the	 conflicts	 between	 traditional	 and	Western	 values	
can	be	resolved.	This	confidence	was	repeatedly	confirmed	
during	my	fieldwork.	East	Asia’s	 intellectual	 tradition	has	










Both	 traditions	are	deeply	 incorporated	 into	 the	daily	
operations	of	elite	East	Asian	universities.	East	Asia	is	mak-
ing	a	cultural	experiment	with	emerging	signs	of	hope.	East	
Asian	 universities	 appear	 increasingly	 able	 to	 turn	 scars	
into	 stars.	 Unlike	 their	 prestigious	 cousins	 in	 the	 West,	
who	have	a	poor	knowledge	of	other	parts	of	the	world,	East	
Asian	academic	elites	know	the	West	as	well	as	their	own	
societies.	While	Western	 universities	 operate	 in	 a	 largely	
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General	education	is	an	important	theme	in	the	context	of	current	university-level	education	reform	in	China.	
The	main	purpose	of	 this	 reform	 is	 to	broaden	 students’	
general	 knowledge,	 extend	 their	 vision	 of	 the	world,	 and	
strengthen	their	capacity	to	solve	complex	problems.	Many	
universities	 have	 launched	 their	 own	 general	 education	
programs,	while	others	have	taken	steps	to	improve	general	
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East Asian higher education systems 
have been fast improving in both qual-
ity and quantity.
